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Abstract 
This article examines the news coverage the death of Steve Irwin, 
widely known as the Crocodile Hunter, generated in Australia. In line 
with past research on commemorative journalism, the study 
demonstrates the dominant discourses employed in the reporting of 
Irwin’s death. It is argued that Australia’s newspapers invoked a 
number of national myths, such as mateship, larrikinism and anti-
elitism, in order to re-assert notions of Australian identity and social 
values and to deal with the grief over his loss. Most importantly, the 
study sheds new light on how news media deal with challenges to the 
dominant memorialising discourse. Past studies had not been able to 
investigate in much detail alternative discourses, but in examining 
Irwin’s death, we are able to see how the media deal with such an 
unwanted interruption. It is argued that newspapers appropriated the 
alternative perspective within the mythical terms of their memorialising 
discourse, thereby not allowing it to disrupt the memorialisation itself 
and in fact further strengthening the process of mythologising the 
Crocodile Hunter. 
 
 
Introduction 
The news spread as quickly as a typical Australian bushfire. On Monday, September 
4, 2006, Steve Irwin, also known as the Crocodile Hunter, famous for his daredevil 
antics with dangerous wildlife on television around the world, had had one too many 
close encounters with the animal kingdom. Snorkelling on the Great Barrier Reef 
Irwin was fatally stung by a bull ray, the “pussycat of the sea” (Miles, 2006: 3). 
Within two hours of the incident, Brisbane’s The Courier-Mail newspaper had 
reported the news on its website, and the story was quickly relayed by news outlets 
around the world. The world gobbled up the news, it seemed, with many news 
websites straining under the influx of visitors. Some, such as the website of 
Australia’s national broadcaster, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), 
temporarily crashed, and within a short period of time, the story was the number one 
news item on Google News, which tracks 4500 news sources (Hutcheon & Hearn, 
2006: 6). Irwin’s death became such a big media event that some commentators and 
newspapers even compared it with the death of Princess Diana (Barkham, 2006; 
Birmingham, 2006; Connolly, 2006). 
This article will examine the media coverage Irwin’s death received in 
Australia, and investigate how the memory of Irwin was constructed through the use 
of certain cultural values. Drawing on the literature on commemorative journalism, 
the study finds similar results to those which examined other celebrity deaths (Kitch, 
2000; Carlson, 2007; Pantti and Wieten, 2005). I will argue that through application 
of certain national myths, Steve Irwin in death was constructed as a quintessentially 
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Australian character who shared important Australian values in accordance with 
dominant, if outdated, notions of national identity. This discourse was constructed 
despite previous ambiguity about Irwin’s personality as either a typical Australian or 
one who caused embarrassment to Australians. The study is also able to shed further 
light on how media deal with challenges to the dominant memorial discourse. By 
examining the brief occurrence of an alternative discourse about Steve Irwin, we can 
see how newspapers, in shouting down this alternative view, framed it within the 
mythological terms of Irwin’s memory. Alternative discourse was therefore allowed 
but immediately moulded in mythical terms. It is this aspect of the study that allows 
us to advance our knowledge about commemorative journalism at work.  
 
Celebrity death and commemorative journalism 
Until recently, there had been relatively few studies on the media coverage of death 
generally, however, in the past ten to 15 years or so, a perceived increase in the 
visibility of death in the media has led to a multitude of approaches to examining the 
topic. Underlying much of this recent literature on death and the news media is the 
resurgence of death in the public sphere, as identified by sociologist Tony Walter 
(1991). Walter challenged the hitherto dominant view that death had become a taboo 
subject in modern societies, something that was hidden and even ‘denied’. Instead, 
Walter (1991) argued that in fact death appeared quite regularly and in a variety of 
forms in the mass media. In a further development of this view, Walter (2006) has 
noted the increasingly important function which the news media play in dealing with 
disruptive events such as deaths, wars or disasters. In news media reporting of 
disasters, for example, Walter (2006) notes that the media have a dominant role in the 
expression of feelings of grief. He argues that, following such disasters, media 
reaffirm social ties and repair the social fabric. In that regard, media take on parts of 
the role that religion and medicine had played in the past. Kitch and Hume (2008: xiv) 
note that the news media “have become the primary forum for the conveyance and 
construction of public grief today”, thereby playing an important role in instructing 
audiences on acceptable processes of grieving.  
There now exists a growing body of scholarly work on journalism’s role in 
responding to death and the creation of collective memory (Edy, 1999; Kitch and 
Hume, 2008; Walter, 1999; Zelizer, 1992, 1998; 2008) and within this field there have 
been a number of studies examining the reporting of the deaths of famous 
personalities (Carlson, 2007; Kitch, 2000; Pantti and Wieten, 2005; Trujillo, 1993; 
Schwartz, 1991; Richards, Wilson and Woodhead, 1999; Kazmier, 2001). This view 
of journalism’s role in dealing with grief has led to the emergence of the terms 
‘commemorative journalism’ (Kitch, 2000) and ‘memorializing discourse’ (Carlson, 
2007), which are grounded in the view that journalists are essentially cultural 
producers (Carey, 1989) and are part of interpretive communities who employ cultural 
narratives to manufacture news (Zelizer, 1993). In their definition of the term cultural 
narrative, Nossek and Berkowitz (2006: 692) argue that “as part of the culture and as 
storytellers for that culture, journalists construct stories based on narrative 
conventions that are culturally resonant for themselves and their audiences”. These 
narratives, they note, can also be understood as myths, which act as providers of “an 
often-repeated interpretation that a culture makes of itself, with common central 
actors and predictable outcomes” (Nossek and Berkowitz, 2006: 693).  
Consistent with such views of journalists as myth-makers, we can see a certain 
consistency in journalistic treatments of death, as well as in the media’s instruction of 
grief, and particularly so in the case of celebrity deaths. In her study of the 
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memorialising of prominent deaths in American newsmagazines, Kitch (2000), 
contends that the same processes have been going on in narratives about all the deaths 
she examined. She argues that “’the Diana phenomenon’ in news is hardly new; 
instead it has been taking shape for decades. The death of Diana and of JFK Jr. was 
the same journalistic story as the passings of other figures as diverse as Judy Garland, 
John Lennon and John Wayne” (Kitch, 2000: 172). Kitch (2000) further argues that in 
the way in which news media perform public rituals, what was news is now being 
transformed into myth and memory.  
Similarly, Pantti and Wieten (2005: 301), studying Dutch television coverage 
of the death of Pim Fortuyn, also noted that there seemed to be “a remarkably uniform 
frame in covering extraordinary tragic events. Typically they are represented as 
integrative events, moments of national consensus and unity born out of mourning 
together”.  
Kitch (2000) identified a three-stage process through which journalists 
mediate the larger cultural process of mourning, beginning with the separation 
through the death itself, followed by the funeral ritual characterised by a feeling of 
‘communitas’ (Turner, 1969) and ended by the reaffirmation of group values and 
acceptance of the death. It is particularly during the middle stage of the process that 
journalists can position themselves as the protectors of social values (Pantti and 
Wieten, 2005).  
Following her comprehensive study, Kitch (2000) was able to identify a 
number of the dominant themes of the uniform type of reporting on celebrity deaths. 
Most importantly, the dead person, despite living a life far removed from that of the 
average citizen, is constructed as being ‘one of us’ who also represents a society’s 
hopes. “Reporters make heroes, even mythic figures, of well-known people, 
conflating fame with newsworthiness and public significance; at the same time, they 
explain the famous in terms of the ordinary, uniting audience members with each 
other and with the celebrity through ‘basic’ values’” (Kitch, 2000: 190).  
In an Australian context, Pearse (2006) has similarly highlighted the myths 
that appeared in news coverage of the 1997 landslide in Thredbo and the Port Arthur 
massacre in 1996. Pearse (2006: 60) found that media expressions of these events 
“confined expressions of grief largely within established myths of nation”.  
In order to examine news media coverage of Steve Irwin’s death this article 
examines journalistic discourses in The Australian, Sydney Morning Herald, The Age, 
The Courier-Mail, Daily Telegraph, Herald Sun and Gold Coast Bulletin during the 
week immediately following his death. We will see how, particularly through 
newspaper headlines, an image of Steve Irwin as the down-to-earth, regular bloke was 
constructed, thereby creating a discourse on basic notions of Australian national 
identity. 
A number of scholars have aimed to examine and pin down some of the major 
national myths in Australian discourse (see, eg. Ward, 1958; Whitlock & Carter, 
1992; Fiske et al., 1987; Kapferer, 1996; Nicoll, 2001 and Elder, 2007). Dominant in 
much of the literature has been the myth of the bush. White (1992) points out that the 
myth of the bush was invented around the 1890s, by a new, Australian-born 
generation which aimed to set itself apart from the older generation of British-born 
settlers and ex-prisoners. White (1992) argues that the myth of the bush thus did not 
evolve out of the bush itself, but rather was invented by people in the cities in order to 
provide a new space of Australian patriotism. Mewett (1999: 364) has pointed out that 
the bushman has been “centrally embedded in the foundation myths of the Australian 
nation”. Symbols and principles thus associated with this image were things like 
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“sunlight, wattle, the bush, the future, freedom, mateship and egalitarianism” (White, 
1992: 25). These aspects have also been highlighted in Russell Ward’s oft-cited 
description of the typical Australian, the ‘Australian legend’. Ward (1958: 2) cites a 
large number of qualities which supposedly make a typical Australian: the bushman, 
who is down to earth and close to nature, willing to try out anything, non-religious, 
egalitarian and anti-elitist, independent and against authority (a ‘larrikin’) and who 
proves himself a good mate. This typology has enjoyed longheld popularity, as Elder 
(2007: 4) notes when she argues that “one of the most stereotyped, out of date and yet 
long-lived and most popular narratives of Australian-ness is that of the ‘Aussie 
bloke’”. Elder (2007: 73) notes that while the bush was seen as “the archetypal 
Australian place and the bushman as the archetypal Australian”, this story had been 
severely challenged in recent decades. In the same vein as other recent scholars (eg. 
Nicoll, 2001), Elder (2007) argues that while most Australians would not subscribe to 
Ward’s description of the typical Australian, a number of those aspects still circulate 
in public discourse today.  
 
Mythologising the true-blue bushman 
Steve Irwin’s death immediately became a major news event in Australia. On the day 
of his death, websites were swamped by visitors eager to find out whether what they 
had heard was really true. The next day, newspapers were replete with news of the 
Crocodile Hunter’s demise. Brisbane’s The Courier-Mail ran an eight-page special 
wrap-around, while every other newspaper in the country gave over most of its front 
page to the death, plus a number of pages inside the paper. Television news and 
current affairs programs dedicated their airtime to the news that ruled the nation.  
From day one, the news media began to construct Irwin in terms that Kitch 
(2000) has highlighted as being symptomatic of discourse on celebrity deaths. The 
coverage was heavily dominated by references to him being just an “ordinary bloke”, 
a traditional larrikin and simply a down to earth, true blue Aussie. Headlines such as 
“Farewell to a larrikin adventurer, killed in his prime”, “Worldwide praise for a 
bloody good bloke”, “Fans shocked by death of an Aussie larrikin”, “Knockabout 
bloke with heart of true-blue Aussie” and “Larrikin who was dearly loved by all walks 
of life” appeared in Australian newspapers, celebrating some of Australia’s most 
stereotypical cultural values as invoked by Ward’s (1958) Australian legend. In their 
editorials, newspapers also invoked the notion that Irwin was “one of us”. Calling 
Irwin “one of the modern icons of this great nation”, the Gold Coast Bulletin went on 
to say that  
 
…he was one of us. He was the type of man you’d like to have as a neighbour. 
He loved his work, spoke his mind, adored his family and greeted you with a 
shake of the hand and a look directly in your eye. They are qualities that come 
from the heart. They can’t be faked. Steve Irwin was the genuine article. He 
was fair dinkum.’ Gold Coast Bulletin (2006: 18) 
 
References to his down-to-earth, true-blue character abounded in the coverage. In 
fact, at Irwin’s memorial service, Australian singer John Williamson, in a scene 
somewhat reminiscent of Elton John’s rewrite of Candle in the Wind in honour of the 
late Princess Diana, included references to Steve Irwin in a rendition of his traditional 
folk song True Blue. Another Australian singer even penned a complete song in 
Irwin’s honour, and it was replete with references to Irwin’s dinky-di character. Colin 
Buchanan’s (2006) song Goodbye Crocodile Hunter described Irwin as a “dinkum 
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Aussie treasure, a khaki larrikin”, who wore “his heart upon his sleeve” and “gave the 
bush his all”. This last statement here is important in the context of the mythology that 
surrounds the bush in Australian discourse. The ubiquitous references to the image of 
the bush, the man who battles with nature, made Irwin appear as the bushman of old. 
In an analysis of Irwin’s death and what it meant to Australia, Waldon (2006: 7) noted 
that Irwin had been “perpetuating a mythology built around the resolute outdoor 
type”. In addition, Waldon (2006: 7) placed Irwin within some other popular 
Australian myths: “But he did seem to personify much of the spirit that is usually 
thought to have its antecedents in the travails of the early explorers, the men and 
women on the goldfields, the testing of mettle at Gallipoli, the Country Women’s 
Association – perhaps even Bodyline”. 
As White (1992) has shown, the different natural environment in Australia led 
to the development of the bushman as myth. Dominance over the natural environment 
is an important aspect here, as noted by West (2000) who speaks of nature providing 
an enemy in a country which had not experienced warfare on its soil. Steve Irwin 
dominated this hostile environment by catching crocodiles and handling venomous 
snakes, demonstrating that he was stronger or cleverer than them. His death at the 
hand of nature then only added to the mythology.  
A further aspect of the Australian myth is that of mateship, which takes a 
central place in Australian discourse. Linguist Anna Wierzbicka (1997: 101) has 
noted that the word ‘mate’ held “an exceptionally important place in the Australian 
national mystique”. Mateship is also referred to in Ward’s Australian legend, who 
“will stick to his mates through thick and thin, even if he thinks they may be in the 
wrong” (Ward, 1958: 2). The word was everpresent in Australian newspaper 
coverage, and a search on internet news archive Factiva for the search term ‘Steve 
Irwin and mate’ resulted in 165 matches, or almost 15 per cent of the number of 
articles containing the search term ‘Steve Irwin’ during the first week of coverage. 
Irwin was also often described as a larrikin. In his description of the Australian 
legend, Ward (1958: 2) speaks of this typical Australian as “a fiercely independent 
person who hates officiousness and authority”. The term larrikin was originally used 
to describe a young hooligan or thug, but has in recent years come to have a much 
more positive meaning. Nowadays the term is used to describe someone who is 
“cheeky, outrageous, youthful, energetic, iconoclastic, flouting authority and 
convention at every turn” (Kapferer, 1996: 62). This aspect was also particularly 
visible in the coverage of Steve Irwin’s death across the country. A Factiva search for 
‘Steve Irwin and larrikin’ during the first week of news coverage resulted in 113 
matches, or 10 per cent of the overall number of articles. Numerous headlines 
connected Steve Irwin with the image of a larrikin, such as: “Seal of approval for 
quintessential larrikin”, “Larrikin crusader was the face of a nation”, “Death of a 
larrikin naturalist” and “Our lovable larrikin – Stars, pollies lose good mate”.  
The commemorative journalism employed by Australian news workers then 
made use of a number of specific national myths, which combined to a larger 
discourse on social values. Steve Irwin was constructed as ‘one of us’ and was 
presented as someone who was emblematic of what Australians should aspire to be. 
The actor Russell Crowe, a friend of Steve Irwin’s, expressed these sentiments 
adequately when he called Irwin “the Australian we all aspire to be” (in Bodey, 2006: 
1). Watson (1997) had observed something similar about Princess Diana’s death by 
looking at her perceived qualities of love, generosity, caring, friendship and self-
sacrifice. Watson (1997: 7) argued that by praising those qualities in Diana, “we 
indirectly praise them in ourselves: our very recognition that these are the important 
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things in life raises our own moral status, and provides us with the strength and self-
confidence to begin a new life”. What should be noted here, however, is that of course 
the notions of Australian identity projected onto Steve Irwin by the media are strongly 
contested. But it is not the purpose of this paper to argue whether the social values 
highlighted in the media were in fact representative of modern Australia (although it 
is likely they were not). The fact that media reports invoked any stereotypes at all to 
commemorate Irwin and to frame him as a supposedly typical Australian shows how 
commemorative journalism was at work here.  
 
Dealing with contrary discourses 
The ‘one of us’ discourse identified here in the commemoration of Steve Irwin is very 
similar to the discourses previously found in studies examining the deaths of high-
profile personae such as Princess Diana, John F. Kennedy Jr., John Lennon and others 
(Kitch, 2000). An aspect that has been examined to a somewhat lesser extent, 
however, is how alternative or competing discourses are shut out at the same time as 
the dominant discourses are enforced. Examining what newspapers omitted from their 
memorialising discourse on Irwin, or rather how they actively worked against another 
possible discourse, can tell us even more about their role in creating a sense of 
‘communitas’ in Australian society . In their analysis of Pim Fortuyn’s death, Pantti 
and Wieden (2005) observed that, despite the commonly agreed-on discourse 
following his death, Fortuyn, when still alive, had been a highly divisive figure. Pantti 
and Wieden point out that he was potentially divisive in death too, yet the television 
coverage of his death did not allow for controversial voices. 
 While public opinion of Steve Irwin was nowhere near as strongly divided as 
in Fortuyn’s case, Irwin was not always considered as the quintessential Australian. In 
fact, in the early days of the Crocodile Hunter shows, Irwin was little known in his 
home country, while already an international celebrity (Idato, 2006). Many 
Australians criticised his over-exuberant demeanour in his documentaries, afraid that 
he may portray an inaccurate image of Australia to the world, leading Irwin to wonder 
about the existence of a cultural cringe (ABC News Online, 2006). This cultural 
cringe would allow the alternative discourse - that Steve Irwin was not necessarily 
representative of the average Australian - to be phrased in anti-elitist terms. The anti-
elitist remarks Irwin had made in the past qualified him to fit the Australian legend 
mould, and thus any criticism of him had to be elitist. This was particularly evident in 
the reaction to Australian expatriate Germaine Greer’s comments about Irwin’s death.  
Completely against the prevailing discourse in Australia at the time, Greer 
(2006: 7) argued in her Guardian column a day after his death that she had felt 
embarrassed by Irwin and believed he had got what he deserved:  
 
The animal world has finally taken its revenge on Irwin, but probably not 
before a whole generation of kids in shorts seven sizes too small has learned to 
shout in the ears of animals with hearing ten times more acute than theirs, 
determined to become millionaire animal-loving zoo-owners in their turn. 
 
These comments, while obviously coming at an immensely sensitive time, were in 
complete contradiction with the hitherto completely pro-Irwin discourse described 
above. This meant the media had to deal with the interjection in the mythologising 
process and it needed to silence this alternative perspective.  
In particular, Australia’s tabloids reacted in a display of aggressive hyperbole 
rarely seen on this level. The Herald Sun (2006: 20) called Greer “more venomous 
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than any reptile Steve Irwin handled before a camera”. The Gold Coast Bulletin flatly 
stated that “Australia hates Germaine Greer” (Pierce & Flatley, 2006: 6). In a most 
extraordinary attack, however, Sydney’s The Daily Telegraph decided to send the 
“batty loudmouth” Greer a muzzle, which looked remarkably like one that Hannibal 
Lecter had worn in the movie Silence of the Lambs (McIlveen, 2006: 5). Calling on 
“all Crocodile Hunter fans to tell the controversial academic exactly how they feel” 
(McIlveen, 2006: 5), the Telegraph also published Greer’s literary agent’s email 
address on its front page, telling readers to “give Greer a gobful” and “tell the vicious 
old cow what you think of her”.  
So even in loudly rejecting the alternative discourse, newspapers framed the 
issue once more in mythical terms, much as they had the dominant discourse, by 
identifying Greer as the elitist who represented everything that Steve Irwin and other 
‘ordinary Australians’ stood against. This aspect of an Australian culture that wants to 
be ‘popular’ rather than ‘elite’ was well demonstrated in Fiske et al.’s (1987) seminal 
work on Australian myths. In fact, then-Tourism Minister, Fran Bailey, underlined 
this aspect when she said about Greer’s piece: “This article, as well as being so 
offensive, very firmly plants her as a cultural elitist who is completely out of touch 
with the average Australian” (quoted in Butler & Rose, 2006). John Birmingham’s 
(2006) article in The Australian was headlined: “Greer’s feral attack reflects elitist 
conceit”.  
In addition, of course, Greer had left Australia for the United Kingdom some 
years previously, which had therefore made her an outgroup member. Studies have 
shown that criticism from outgroup members is seen as less legitimate than criticism 
from ingroup members (Hornsey, Oppes & Svensson, 2002). The Herald Sun (2006: 
20) made as much clear in its editorial: “Greer’s self-appointed role as a feminist 
warrior has long withered and she has become shrill and sour, criticising targets in the 
homeland she turned her back on (my emphasis)”. The Gold Coast Bulletin explained 
to its readers that Greer had “spent two-thirds of her life in Britain and has for years 
been a vocal critic of Australia” (Pierce & Flatley, 2006: 6).  
In a sense, the Greer column became an excuse for Australia’s populist media 
to further try to discredit the so-called elite, whatever that term really might 
encapsulate: “In one poisonous discharge of bile, Greer has condensed the ill feelings 
of a whole class of Australian sophisticates who found Irwin’s cartoon imagery 
uncomfortable and even humiliating, given his global exposure” (Birmingham, 2006: 
12). What this really demonstrates is a battle of the ordinary, hard-working Australian 
legend against ‘elitist’ powers who may not subscribe to this myth applying to all 
Australians. Birmingham (2006: 12) even went on to call Greer a “poorly sketched 
caricature of a harridan”, an “unwashed and wretched bag lady” as well as a “feral 
hag”. References to Greer being “unwashed” and a “feral hag” may also have some 
significance in relation to the particularly male discourse of Australian identity which 
was constructed in reference to Irwin. The “feral hag” reference may be seen as an 
expression of dislike for not just “the elite” but particularly female intellectuals, who 
can think for themselves and do not just stand in the kitchen all day serving their man. 
In a sense a combination of a gender conflict as well as anti-elitism may have been 
present here. Yet I would argue that anti-elitism was a stronger force in framing this 
discourse, although it would be interesting to speculate about what the reaction would 
have been had the comments come from a male intellectual. The viciousness of the 
outbursts against Greer’s comments can also be seen in the context that Australian 
anti-elitism operates in, as noted by Scalmer and Goot (2004), who argued that elites 
were constructed as an enemy rather than an adversary. “The differences between 
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adversaries are tactical; those that separate enemies are moral. Enemies … are evil. 
They possess no legitimacy. Unlike adversaries, they cannot be tolerated, only 
destroyed” (Scalmer & Goot, 2004: 157). This narrative of shouting down opposing 
views thus fits with the larger issue of the original shaping of Irwin as typifying 
Australian-ness, because, as Elder (2007) has noted, stories of what it means to be 
Australian always also include reference to what constitutes un-Australian behaviour.  
 
Conclusion 
What the memorialising discourse following Steve Irwin’s death can tell us about 
commemorative journalism is how newspapers are able to construct a certain type of 
collective memory that is consistent with certain national myths. Newspapers made 
use of a number of aspects of Australian mythology to frame the memory of the 
Crocodile Hunter in a particular way, in effect connecting the present with the past, 
enforcing certain social values. Of course it is arguable whether the discourse 
produced by the newspapers was in fact an accurate reflection of the identity that 
Australians ascribe to. As Elder (2007) has noted, national stories only represent one 
way of seeing the past and explaining the present. She argues that “national stories are 
by their very nature exclusionary. They are also by nature mythical – they depend on 
a phantasm – and invite an intense emotional engagement” (Elder, 2007: 352). 
Certainly Australian newspapers framed Irwin within ‘a’ national identity and the 
argument is therefore not necessarily whether those myths are correct or actually exist 
(and perhaps by definition they cannot), but the fact that journalists make use of 
myths to commemorate the dead. 
What this in-depth investigation of the discourse surrounding Irwin’s death 
has further allowed us, is to examine what happens when the dominant discourse is 
interrupted by the introduction of an alternative perspective. Kitch (2000) and Pantti 
and Wieten (2005) have pointed out that commemorative journalism silences 
opposing views, yet due to the actual absence of alternative discourses in their studies, 
could not shed much light on how this issue is dealt with when an alternative does 
arise. Looking at the Germaine Greer incident has enabled us to see that such an 
interruption was dealt with severely. Newspapers strongly attacked Greer and, rather 
than shutting out the competing discourse, appropriated and framed the competing 
discourse within terms of the dominant discourse.  
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